Why does Heritage Matter?
Heritage is woven throughout all aspects of life. We can see its footprint in our sense of identity, our education and even within politics and economics. Heritage professionals are not well practiced in attributing a value to heritage. The impacts may not always be obvious. This is a problem in times of austerity and economic uncertainty because if a service cannot be seen as delivering value for money, it is likely to face cuts. However, heritage has a wider function in society beyond the preservation of the past. It can be the lifeblood of our communities, unite people across the globe and inspire individuals. It can also be used as a tool in the political area and as an economic invigorator. 
	This essay reflects on the question, ‘why does heritage matter?’ It will do this by examining how heritage is defined, reflect on the value of heritage in the lives of individuals, in political life and its impacts on the economy. The reflections of the author will be supported and contrasted with those of other researchers.
Defining Heritage
To understand why heritage matters, we must first be clear on how we define it. As an academic field, it is multidisciplinary and draws on many other subjects such as history, sociology and anthropology (Stig Sørensen & Carman, 2009, 3). There can be significant variation in the ways governments, institutions and researchers define heritage. It is a global issue which is governed by both national and international laws and conventions (Meskell & Burman, 2015, 24). Therefore, these bodies must have an agreed understanding about what falls within the scope of heritage.
	Heritage is not easy to define (Harrison, 2010a, 11). The preservation of cultural monuments dominated early heritage work and is reflected in early UNESCO conventions on the subject (Harrison, 2010a, 9).  In her seminal work, The Uses of Heritage, Laurajane Smith states “there is no such thing as heritage” (2006, 11). This provocative statement is used to highlight the fact that there is no inherent property that classifies something as heritage. It is the value we as humans place on something.
The key themes across heritage definitions are 1. engaging with the past, 2. in the present, 3. And using it to build a better future (Harrison, 2013, 4; Howard, 2003, 7). There is considerable diversity in what can be considered heritage: Natural heritage (such as landscapes, animals, oceans), tangible cultural heritage (such as archaeological sites, historic cities and sacred sites) and intangible cultural heritage (such as languages, oral traditions and culinary traditions) and this is by no means and exhaustive list (Harrison, 2010a, 12). With this in mind, this paper understands heritage as:
The active process of engaging with the past to better understand our present and future. It encompasses our relationships between objects, people, places and practices. Through this process of active engagement, we can find meaning in the past which can be used on a personal, local, national and international levels.

It is also important to examine how something is labelled as heritage. It is in these discussions where the distinction between official and unofficial heritage is seen, as well as the overlap between the two. Something may be designated as heritage through an official process such as an object being accessioned into a museum collection (Howard, 2003, 7) or through being assigned World Heritage status by UNESCO (West, 2010,1). These formal processes designate official heritage. This is a top-down approach with those in a position of power deciding what heritage is.
‘Unofficial heritage’, however, usually has a grass-roots origin (Harrison, 2010a, 8). The objects, places and practices that may not be recognised by an authority but they play a significant role in communities (Harrison, 2010b, 240). Unofficial heritage plays an important role in shaping local identity, creating communities and understanding where we come from. However, these distinctions are dynamic: something with World Heritage status may be a great source of pride to its local community or a practice considered unofficial heritage may be inscribed on the World Heritage register.
Why does Heritage Matter?
Heritage makes lives richer. It is an important source of identity both for communities and individuals. It helps build understanding between individuals and communities. The concept of global heritage transcends geographical boarders and unites the world into a single community. It is also powerful tool in education. Opportunities for heritage learning can be found in formal education settings such as schools, colleges and universities but also through informal learning opportunities such a community learning, family learning and wellbeing (Ambrose & Paine, 2018, 70). 
	Museums are important heritage spaces and a hive of learning opportunities. Museum learning is open to all ages, abilities and audience segments (Black, 2005, 125). It is a flexible style of learning which gives free choice over their learning (Falk and Dierking, 2000, 13). The power of museum learning and heritage education can be utilised within national curricula to empower young people. In 2022 Wales launched its new Curriculum for Wales. It is the culmination of years of development and is based on best practice in education from across the world (Sinnema et al, 2020 ,14). The new Curriculum puts experiential learning at its heart and enshrines the wellbeing of learners (Hwb, 2020). These are practices that are at the centre of museum learning and could be an incredible resource for schools. For example, in 2022 the Egypt Centre in Swansea University created a wellbeing programme for schools based on the Curriculum for Wales. The programme included a mindfulness session based on a museum object, a wellbeing trail around the museum a craft activity (Sweetapple, 2023, 42). During the pilot phase of the project, the wellbeing of participants was measured using the UCL Well-being Measures Toolkit (Thompson and Chatterjee, 2013). The pilot included three-hundred pupils all of whom reported an increase in feelings of wellbeing with an increase between 7% and 12% (Sweetapple, 2023, 43). This example shows how heritage is of value to learners and their wellbeing. 
The value of heritage learning is supported by numerous researchers. For instance, Black states that museums are one of the few places that learning is considered a lifelong process (Black, 2005, 124). Furthermore, Jones argues that individuals use heritage to engage with the past to better understand their present (2019, 94). There is growing research supporting the role of heritage in supporting wellbeing. Research by Ander et al. shows the transformational role that heritage can play in wellbeing and healthcare through their Heritage in Hospitals project (2013, 240).
	It is clear that heritage matters within learning and wellbeing. However, other audiences and stakeholder may value heritage differently. Heritage and the value the public place on it are important tools for governments. Governments hold a lot of power within and over heritage. They determine what is included on heritage registers, the laws and policies that regulate them and the funding that they receive (Donnachie, 2010, 123). Governments recognising heritage as ‘official’ has important implications for the identity of a nation. This creates what is known an Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD) which is accepted ideas about what heritage is, how it is used and engaged with (Smith, 2006, 14). It creates a canon of heritage which can be used to create and shape national identity (Harrison, 2010a, 14). This identity can be exploited to galvanise support for political causes, isolate communities and influence voters.  
	Heritage can do a lot for governments, however total governmental control over heritage can be problematic as it undermines the independence of heritage organisations. This can be seen in the United Kingdom (UK) Government stance on the legacy of empire and colonialism. In October 2020, the Culture Secretory, Oliver Dowden, sent a letter to England’s national heritage institutions and other government funded organisations such as Arts Council England (ACE) and the National Heritage Lottery Fund (NHLF). In the letter Dowen stated that the government did not support the removal of statues or other objects with contested history and that they expect these organisations to align themselves with this position (Adams, 2020a). This came after the removal of the statue of slave trader Edward Colston caused widespread debate and amongst a backdrop of organisations such as the National Trust being accused of portraying the country’s history in a negative light (Adams, 2020b). This letter caused serious concern that the UK Government was overreaching and undermining the independence of these organisations with the threat of funding cuts if they did not follow the party line.
This example highlights how a government can use heritage to their own advantage. However, it shows how governments can miss the bigger picture of the value of heritage. Heritage can be used to explore complex issues such as colonialism in ways that can foster better futures and create dialogue between communities. Unilaterally ordering institutions to portray heritage in a certain light means that these valuable learning opportunities are missed. For example, heritage organisations are a named partner in delivering Wales’ Anti-Racist Action Plan (ARWAP) by ensuing they tell stories that are inclusive, balanced and right historical wrongs (Welsh Government, 2022, 61). The value of heritage in politics is supported by Mitchell states that the canon of heritage created by governments is an important ideological tool in creating values that are used to create a nation (2005, 21). In relation to this, Smith asserts that heritage institutions such as museums have traditionally been a way to explore national identity (2006, 197). Expanding on this, Meskell and Brumann highlight how creating common global heritage is a powerful tool that can unite international communities (2015, 23).
	The political value of heritage is echoed by Harrison who pushes this further by asserting that heritage is also a “fundamentally economic activity” (2010a, 15). Arguably some of the political interest in heritage is due to its economic value. This is supported by Ashworth et al. who argue that economic importance of heritage is often overlooked in favour of its importance in the political arena (2007, 40). The heritage sector is a huge economic invigorator worldwide: it creates employment opportunities, cultural regeneration and brings in tourism. Recent statistics show that the heritage sector in England added £45.1 billion to the UK economy (Historic England, 2023). In addition, the Welsh sector survey Spotlight on Museums shows that Welsh museums contribute significantly to both their local and national economies (2023, 36). This relationship is two-way as in times of economic uncertainty less money is invested in the heritage sector. Without investment the value of heritage cannot be fully realised as the sector is often expected to do more with less. This is supported by other scholars: Kurtz highlights this and also shows how it is inextricably linked to the political importance of heritage. He states that when a site is inscribed on the World Heritage List, it acts as a brand which is used to advertise to visitors (2010, 206). However, he also stresses that there can be a cost to this with heritage knowledge being outsourced to international experts, instead of utilising local knowledge (Kurtz, 2010, 206).
Conclusions
[bookmark: _Hlk159949008]We engage with heritage every day. The value of heritage may not be obvious to everyone but it intersects many aspects of life. The universal value of heritage is especially important in times of division. Heritage, especially our global heritage, is a shared past that we can protect and engage with in the present and build a better future. Heritage professionals need to become proficient at advocating for the value of heritage. We need to be vocal about how cuts to the heritage sector will impact beyond the conservation of the past and will impact our present and our future. Articulating this value to those in a position of power is essential, especially as heritage can be used as a tool to promote political agendas. Difficult financial decisions are being made at local, national and international levels. Due to inflation, there is less money to go around and when officials are deciding what needs to be cut heritage is in a precarious position. If we don’t understand the value of heritage and its wide impacts, our society will be poorer for it.
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